Destinations
In 1764, a young and callow James Boswell had inveigled his father into letting him off the leash to travel to Switzerland. Already a confirmed celebrity-hound, he proposed to visit two famous figures currently living in the environs of Geneva: Voltaire, holding court at his chateau in Ferney just outside the city, and Rousseau, presently retired in the little village of Môtiers-Travers, where he had just started to write his Confessions. 'I shall see Voltaire. I shall also see Switzerland and Rousseau. These two men are to me greater objects than most statues or pictures', he wrote on 28 August (Tinker 1: 57). With his usual combination of enthusiasm and breath-taking self-importance, Boswell made multiple visits to both men in the spirit of the connoisseur Grand Tourist. Cannily, however, he made very different approaches to the two. To the seventy-two-year-old Voltaire, he presented himself with a formal letter of introduction, and was initially received in the usual way into the quasi-royal formalities of Voltaire's household. Inspired by what he considered a happily apposite idea, he subsequently arranged to spend a night under Voltaire's roof, recording that he embellished the occasion by suitable reading: 'I went to my room, and read his Mahomet in his own house' (Pottle 282). By contrast, he presented himself to the reclusive Rousseau, not by means of his perfectly good letter of introduction from a mutual acquaintance, Lord Keith, but by means of a letter carefully modelled upon the epistolary discourse of Rousseau's young lover St Preux in Rousseau's best-selling novel, Julie: ou, La Nouvelle Héloïse (1761). Whereas with Voltaire he had consciously entered into the punctilious politenesses of salon society, with Rousseau he forced a one-to-one conversation of the heart. One might say that Boswell enacted an Enlightenment visit with Voltaire, but a protoRomantic one with Rousseau. It is hard not to regret that he was too late
